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Highlights
Important highlights specific to the foreign-born population include:
• Since 1970, foreign-born persons, as a percent of the total U.S. population, have increased from 4.7 to 12.9 ( /0.04) percent;
• In 2010, Oregon’s proportion of foreign-born persons is 9.8 percent ( /- 0.3 percent);
• Slightly more than one-half (53.2 percent; /-0.2 percent) of immigrants to the United States were from Latin
America, compared to 46.6 percent ( /-1.9 percent) of immigrants to Oregon;
• Almost half of foreign-born individuals in the Portland metro area are naturalized U.S. citizens;
• In the Portland metro area, foreign-born persons in Washington County have the highest level of educational
attainment at 38 percent ( /- 3.2 percent) (measured as the number of persons with a bachelor’s degree or higher);
• Because naturalized U.S. citizens have higher levels of formal job training and higher levels of educational
attainment than non-citizens, employment occupation among foreign-born persons differs considerably [see Table 2];
• Households headed by foreign-born naturalized persons earn roughly $10,000 more than their native-born
counterparts and about $24,000 more than households headed by foreign-born non-citizens.
Introduction
From our earliest beginnings and to present day, the social fabric of the United States continues to be shaped by
immigration. Americans are generally aware of their families’ personal stories and the inextricable link to immigration,
but they are likely less familiar with historical and current trends. Focusing in Oregon and more specifically, the
Portland metropolitan area, we provide a statistical portrait of the foreign-born population by examining recent growth
patterns, identifying geographic origins, and describing individual-level characteristics.
Historical and Recent Growth Trends
Figure 1 shows that during the late 1800s, foreign-born persons comprised around 13 percent of the U.S. population,
and peaked at 14.6 percent in 1890. Beginning with the implementation of more restrictive immigration policies in the
1920s, the share of the foreign-born population dropped precipitously through 1970 to around 5 percent.
Figure 1: Foreign-born as a Percent of U.S. Population (1850-2010)
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Source: Decennial U.S. Census (1850-2000) and American Community Survey (ACS) 2010 1-year estimates

During the most recent period, 1970 to 2010, foreign-born persons are again making up a greater proportion of the
total U.S. population—from 4.7 to 12.9 percent ( /- 0.04 percent), during the 40-year period.
Similar to national trends, foreign-born individuals are increasingly calling Oregon and the Portland metropolitan area
home. As Figure 2 shows, the number of foreign-born individuals in Oregon increased from just over 50,000 in 1970
to almost 375,000 (with a /- 10,484 margin of error) in 2010. The largest relative increase in Oregon’s foreign-born
population occurred during the 1990s, when the state saw a 108 percent increase. In the most recent decade, 2000 to
2010, Oregon’s foreign-born population increased by 30 percent.
Figure 2: Foreign-born as a Percent of Oregon”s Population (1970-2010)

http://mkn.research.pdx.edu/2012/06/in-search-of-opportunity-foreign-born-residents-in-oregon/[1/16/2014 1:37:38 PM]

Metropolitan Knowledge Network | In Search of Opportunity: Foreign-Born Residents in Oregon
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Oregon’s proportion of foreign-born persons (9.8 percent; /- 0.3 percent) was lower than the U.S. average (12.9
percent; /- 0.04 percent) in 2010. However, sizable foreign-born populations in California, New York, and New Jersey
skew the U.S. average. Oregon has a larger foreign-born population than most states, both in relative and absolute
terms, at 9.8 percent ( /- 0.3 percent) (18th) and 375,743 ( /- 10,484) (21st), respectively.
Counties within Oregon have considerably different shares of foreign-born persons. According to the 2010 American
Community Survey (ACS), Washington County had the highest percentage of foreign-born residents in the threecounty Portland metro area, at 16.4 percent ( /-0.9 percent), followed by Multnomah County (14.2 percent; /-1.1
percent) and Clackamas County (8.8 percent; /-1.2 percent).
Much of the difference in the size of the foreign-born population across counties is driven by fundamentally different
immigration patterns. For example, Figure 3 shows that between 2000 and 2010, about 90 percent of net migration to
Multnomah County was attributable to international migration, compared to nearly 50 percent in Washington County
and only 20 percent in Clackamas County. However, immigration patterns have changed considerably following the
recent economic recession. Between 2010 and 2011, only 30 percent of net migration in Multnomah County was
attributable to international migration.
Figure 3: Components of Net Migration for Oregon and Selected Counties (2000-2010)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau Population Estimates (2000-2010)

A number of factors explain the variability of foreign-born populations across Oregon counties; but to a large degree,
the most significant factors driving migration patterns of the foreign-born, include: low- and high-skill employment
opportunities; size of established communities; housing access and affordability; and access to transportation. Also,
the primary factors influencing initial settlement are often replaced by other factors after residents gain familiarity
with their surroundings.
Geographic Origins
Table 1 compares the geographic origin of immigrants, by continental area, in 2010 for the United States and Oregon.
Slightly more than one-half (53.2 percent; /-0.2 percent) of immigrants to the United States were from Latin
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America, compared to 46.6 percent ( /-1.9 percent) of immigrants to Oregon. An important difference, however, is
that compared to the U.S., few Caribbean and South American immigrants settle in Oregon. The state however,
attracts a higher share of immigrants from Central America compared to the United States as a whole.
Table 1: Geographic Origin (by Continent Area) of the Foreign-Born Population, United States and Oregon,
2010

Note: ACS data contain corresponding margins of error (MOE), which are not reported in the above table.
Source: American Community Survey (ACS) 2010 1-year estimates

As demonstrated in Figure 4, in both the nation and Oregon, a large share of recent immigrants are from Mexico.
Given that Oregon has a greater share of foreign-born immigrants from Central America, it is little surprise that
Mexican immigrants represent 40.5 ( /-1.9 percent) percent of all immigrants to Oregon, which is considerably higher
than the U.S. average of 29.5 percent ( /-0.2 percent). Foreign-born immigration flows from Vietnam and Canada are
the second and third highest relative flows, respectively, to Oregon. However, Vietnamese and Canadian immigrants
rank lower among relative U.S. immigration flows.
Figure 4: Geographic Origin (by Country) of Foreign-Born Persons, United States and Oregon (2010)
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*Figure Excludes Hong Kong and Taiwan
Source: American Community Survey (ACS) 2010 1-year estimates

Shares of Chinese and Korean immigrants in the U.S. and Oregon are comparable. Oregon has greater shares of
immigrants from the United Kingdom, Germany, and Ukraine, and lower shares of immigrants from the Philippines
and India compared to the U.S. average.
Citizenship
While the size of the foreign-born population varies across individual counties, Figure 5 underscores an important
point: Almost half of foreign-born individuals in the Portland metro area are naturalized U.S. citizens. As we explain
below, individuals born abroad often have radically different levels of job training and educational attainment, which
has important implications for employment occupation and income.
Figure 5: Three-County Portland Metro Area Foreign-Born Population by Citizenship Status (2010)
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Source: American Community Survey (ACS) 1-year esitmates

Individual Level Characteristics
Age and Sex
In the United States in 2010, foreign-born residents were 6 years older than native-born persons with median ages of
41 and 35 years, respectively. In Oregon, however, native-born persons are more than 3 years older than the national
average, while foreign-born Oregon residents are 2.3 years younger.
Figure 6 represents the age and sex structure for Oregon’s native-born (bars) and foreign-born (dashed line)
population in 2010. Most interesting is that while the native and foreign-born populations have similar median ages,
their age and sex structure vary considerably.
Figure 6: Foreign-Born as a Percent of Oregon Population (2010) [Native-Born indicated by bars and ForeignBorn indicated by dashed line]
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Source: American Community Survey (ACS) (2006-2010) 5-year estimates

Beginning at birth and continuing through age 44, each five-year cohort of male and female native-born Oregonians
represents approximately 7 percent of the total native-born population. The largest percentage of population is among
ages 45-64, which represents the Baby Boom cohort. Foreign-born persons, on the other hand, are disproportionately
represented in ages 20-54, with the largest shares in the 30-to-44 year old age groups.
Educational Attainment
A key indicator of Oregon’s long-term economic competitiveness is educational attainment, which represents the levels
of formal training and individual skills.
As illustrated in Figure 7, there are significant disparities in educational attainment according to nativity. The largest
disparity is among individuals with less than a high school education. In Oregon, 8 percent ( /-0.4 percent) of nativeborn persons have less than a high school education, compared to more than one-third of the foreign-born
population. The share of foreign-born persons with only a high school diploma is marginally lower than for native-born
persons, but foreign-born persons are at a disadvantage in terms of post-high school education. Here, more than
one-third of native-born persons have some college education, compared to 20 percent ( /-1.8 percent) of the
foreign-born population. In terms of persons with a bachelor’s degree and higher, the native and foreign-born
population have comparable attainment rates at 30 ( /-0.6 percent) and 24 ( /-1.2 percent) percent, respectively.
One of the major limitations of the statewide data shown in Figure 7, however, is that it does not reveal how
immigrants differ in terms of geographic origins. These differences almost always lead to fundamentally different
social and economic indicators of foreign-born persons across counties.
Figure 7: Oregon Educational Attainment* by Nativity (2010)
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*For the population 25 years and older
Source: American Community Survey (ACS) (2010) 1-year estimates

Consider then, Figure 8, which shows the educational attainment of the foreign-born population in the three-county
Portland metro area. On balance, foreign-born persons in Multnomah County are more likely to have less than a high
school education (33 percent, /- 5.2 percent). However, the lowest share with only a high school education is among
foreign-born persons in Washington County (17 percent, /- 4 percent).
The highest level of educational attainment among the foreign-born population in the Portland metro area is in
Washington County, where 38 percent ( /- 3.2 percent) of foreign-born persons have a bachelor’s degree or higher.
Clackamas and Multnomah county foreign-born residents with a bachelor’s degree or higher have slightly lower rates
of achievement at 27 ( /- 7.3 percent) and 24 percent ( /- 2.9 percent), respectively.
Employment
While county-specific metrics such as those shown in Figure 8 provide additional insight relating to the educational
attainment of foreign-born individuals, further disaggregation of foreign-born persons by citizenship status reveals
more detailed information. More often that not, naturalized U.S. citizens have higher levels of formal job training and
higher levels of educational attainment, both of which are represented in Figure 9.
Figure 8: Three-County Portland Metro Area Educational Attainment* for the Foreign-Born Population (20062010)
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*For the population 25 years and older
Source: American Community Survey (ACS) (2006-2010) 5-year estimates

Figure 9: Educational Attainment* for Portland Metro Area Foreign-Born Residents (2010)

*For the population 25 years and older.
Source: American Community Survey (ACS) (2010) 1-year estimates

Because of the differences in formal training, naturalized U.S. citizens are more likely to work in primary labor
markets, which provide higher-paying jobs and greater long-term employment security. Alternatively, foreign-born
non-citizens are more likely to be employed in secondary labor markets. Jobs in secondary labor markets, in contrast,
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are lower-paying, less-secure, and provide workers with little upward mobility.
Table 2 illustrates the differences in employment for Oregon residents by nativity for the 2006-2010 period. Where
approximately one-quarter of foreign-born non-citizen Oregonians are employed in Farming, Fishing, and Forestry or
Building and Grounds Cleaning and Maintenance Operations occupations, only 8.5 and 4.9 percent of foreign-born
naturalized citizens and native-born citizens worked in these industries, respectively.
Table 2: Employment Occupation for Oregon Residents by Nativity (2010)

Source: American Community Survey (ACS) 2010 1-year estimates

Conversely, occupations requiring formal education, such as Management, Business, Science, and Arts occupations,
employ a small number of foreign-born non-citizens (2.8 percent, /- 0.7 percent), but a much higher percentage of
naturalized citizens (6.8 percent, /- 0.9 percent). These differences in employment are not only strong predictors of
personal and household income, but also represent the ability to achieve upward social mobility.
Household Income
Educational attainment is a strong predictor of income—both per capita and household income — so Figure 10 might
come as no surprise. Across Oregon in 2010, both native and foreign-born households achieved a median household
income of around $60,000. Of critical importance, however, is the difference in income among foreign-born persons
by citizenship. As Figure 10 illustrates clearly, households headed by foreign-born naturalized persons earn roughly
$10,000 more than their native-born counterparts and about $24,000 more than households headed by foreign-born
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non-citizens.
Figure 10: Median Household Income (MHI) for Oregon Residents by Nativity

Source: American Community Survey (ACS) (2010) 1-year estimates

Michael Burnham, Charles Rynerson, Lisa Yarbrough, and Sheila Martin also contributed to this report.
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